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Abstract 
This paper examines the important role of teachers at tertiary level in fostering students to learn autonomously. The results  show 
that, to learn autonomously, besides the requirement of independent learning, the assistance of teachers is still crucially needed. 
The successful teachers are required to not only teach students in academic areas but also understand students’ personal and 
cultural characteristics. In order to do this, teachers need to be flexible in teaching and creating a supportive learning 
environment. The scope of the present paper does not allow for exclusive empirical data as it is just one part of a wider study. 
This limitation, as expected, will be adequately addressed in the future study. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
There has been a vast majority of research on the role of teachers at universities. Taking accounts from those 
research, this paper also focuses on the same area but in a broader scope: the role of teachers in fostering the 
university students to learn autonomously. This paper will bring the reader a general view of teachers at the tertiary 
level. In particular the paper identifies the important role of university teachers in assisting students to learn 
autonomously by creating a supportive learning environment; understanding student’s learning styles; maintaining 
teacher-student relationship; and being flexible in teaching. 
2. The role of teachers at the university 
The role of the teacher in helping students to learn autonomously is essential, and it would be detrimental to students 
if teachers neglect this. Heywood, McCann, Neville, & Willis (2005:39) offer some self-criticism on behalf of 
teachers: “We teachers are too concerned with being busy professionals and with dispensing knowledge”. These 
authors assume that “education is not filling a bucket but lighting a fire”. Obviously, the term ‘dispensing 
knowledge’ is not the right one to promote autonomous learning. In other words, that concept contrasts with the 
development of being an autonomous learner. Therefore, to become an autonomous learner, the direction and 
purpose of education should be seen as ‘lighting a fire’. Complementing the above points, Higgs (1987) specifies 
principles of teaching at the university level that teachers should help students to recognise the need to learn in order 
to set personal learning goals. Additionally, according to the author, teachers need to involve students in joint 
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decisions regarding designing and operating the learning experience and help them to utilize their past experiences. 
In addition, teachers should assist students to measure their learning progress including self-evaluation. The above 
identifies the tasks of teachers at the university level in general, including helpful tips for teachers in promoting 
learning autonomy. More specifically and comprehensively, perhaps, Ramsden (1992) elaborates on the tasks of the 
teacher in higher education. According to Ramsden, one of the key tasks of teachers is to provide a broad context of 
knowledge, in which students can understand their more specific studies. Moreover, the role of teachers in the 
tertiary level should involve the creation of a learning environment in which students are encouraged to think 
critically, and in which they are capable of facing risks and difficulties in their learning. More demanding of all 
perhaps, teachers are expected to be involved in assisting students maintain passion in learning; to achieve their 
aims, to be aware of their responsibility and be willing to learn.This account from Ramsden (1992) about the tasks 
of teachers at university, such creation of a supportive learning environment, provision of a broad context of 
learning. It is worth noting that, if teachers can satisfy all the aspects identified by Ramsden, they will be more 
effective and more efficient in fostering learning autonomy in higher education.  
2.1. Creating a supportive learning environment 
The learning environment can be seen as one of the most decisive factors contributing to the success of autonomous 
learning in higher education (Kesten, 1987; Ryan, 1991; Lynch, 2000; Lamb, 2006. Kesten (1987) asserts that 
teachers often play an important role in creating, facilitating and providing a supportive environment, because these 
factors will encour -confidence, curiosity and desire to learn. This leads to the questions 
reover, as pointed out by Ryan, 
opportunities for making choices and freedom from a sense of being controlled by external agents are most likely to 
support a good learning environment which enables teachers to create and construct a productive learning 
env
model (Lynch, 2000:1).However, a productive learning environment does not mean a totally free environment in 
which students can do whatever they want. Lamb (2006) supposes that the purpose of fostering autonomous learning 
at university is not to create an environment without regulations. Structure is essential for providing students with 
information and possible options to support their own learning process. Lamb argues that an environment that 
effectiveness. In brief, establishing a productive learning environment, which is mentioned often by the scholars, is 
one of the critical things teachers need to do to promote autonomous learning in higher education. 
 
Students entering university usually have different learning styles, and cultural and social backgrounds. Thus, it is 
not likely that teachers can be successful in fostering autonomous learning if they do not understand their students 
well (Kesten, 1987).  learning styles. 
2.2.1 Acting as students 
As previously mentioned, learners are often different in abilities and interests, and come from dissimilar 
we  their exceptionalities, their health, their 
ese factors, teachers are recommended to act 
as learnersthemselves. 
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Why do teachers need to act as learners? Breen (1997) claims that one the key aspects for the teacher to be able to 
foster autonomous learning 
participate in studen
Moreover, the awareness of teachers as learners also helps teachers to determine when they are able to act 
autonomously and when they are not able to do so (Breen, 1997). Consistent with Breen, Little (2000), states that if 
teachers themselves are non-autonomous, they would find if challenging to help their students to learn 
autonomously. 
strengths and weaknesses.  
 
Lamb (2006) believes that teachers should help students learn how to learn. Lamb also informs us that effectively 
learning how to lea  (16). To 
effectively help learners, teachers are expected to act as co-participants in the learning process. Furthermore, one of 
the suggested approaches is for teachers t  
2.2.2  
As mentioned earlier, students are from different communities, cultures, and they also often bring their own 
characteristics to the educational environment. Thus, we cannot expect that all students will have the same ability 
and display the same behaviour towards learning. Dam (2001) argues that autobiographies serve as a sort of needs 
analysis which helps teachers to determine what he or she is going to do. Dam argues that valuable time could be 
beliefs early in the course. Likewise
difficult to promote autonomy in learning (Breen, 1997; Dam, 2001). According to Dam (2001), an understanding of 
students is essential for teachers to be able to assist students to be autonomous learners. 
 
The role that teachers perform in acting as learners and understanding their ies is crucial to the 
towards students serves as an attempt to cultivate and encourage autonomous learning. Thus, the teacher needs to be 
 
2.3 Maintaining teacher-student relationship 
As previously indicated, autonomous learning does not take place in isolation, andit needs the presence of teachers. 
Learner autonomy is an attained interrelational achievement between teachers and students (Kesten, 1987; 
Heywood, McCann, Neville, & Willis, 2005; Lamb, 2008; Konidaris & Barto, 2006). How valuable that 
achievement is mostly depends on the capacities of teachers in building a relationship with their students (Lamb, 
the relationship between teacher and learner should foster 
-student 
relationship is one of the most essential aspects in promoting autonomy in learning. 
 
To productively build and maintain teacher-
Cann, Neville, & Willis (2005). As a result, students will feel motivated because 
this will help them to discover their own experiences, and learning is seen as being related to their own needs. 
Moreover, teachers are able to assist students in the decision-making process as instructors, guides and facilitators 
(Kesten, 1987). 
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In addition, as mentioned earlier, teachers should also know their students well. Teachers have to judge their 
in terms of their decision-making ability, which is one of the key criteria of an autonomous 
knowledge (Keston, 
1987). A comprehensive understanding of students is crucial to enhance collaboration between teacher and student. 
Thus, to maximise the teacher-student relationship in terms of fostering autonomous learning, such relationships 
need to be open and dynamic in holistic settings, instead of following bureaucratic and conservative rules (Miller, 
1998). 
2.4 Flexibility in fostering learning autonomy 
ing, but it is less likely to be 
successful in every learning context and for every student, if rigidity and inflexibility exists in the 
become independent le
want to learn, despite all the learning material and input 
provided by teachers (Thornbury, 2000). The horse might remain thirsty standing by the river and might wait 
patiently for his thirst to go away. In accordance with Thornbury (2000), the success of autonomous learning is not 
tivation and encouragement need to 
be used. 
 
As argued thus far, the model of autonomous learning cannot be expected to work productively and effectively in 
every learning context. Dam (2001) affirms that attempts to enhance learner autonomy in Asia do not necessary 
involve an imposition of Western individualist values. This point is quite evident in that the success of autonomous 
learning in Western society is improbable to succeed in the Asian context. Boud argues that autonomy does not need 
to be totally based on the belief of excluding values such as collaboration and interdependence which are quite 
prominent in Asian cultures. In relation to this issue, the role of teachers is extremely important in choosing and 
implementing teaching approaches, especially in contexts where traditions are strong, such as in Asia.  
 
As consistently argued by researchers, teachers are expected to effectively encourage autonomous learning. This 
includes creating an effective learning environment, understanding studen -
student relationship, and being flexible in different learning contexts. All of the mentioned approaches appear to be 
 learning. It is also more useful and valuable to university students who 
will participate in the workplace when they graduate. 
 
3. Conclusion 
The paper has identified the key role of university teachers in fostering students to learn autonomously. The study 
found out that, although the essence of autonomous learning is to require students to learn independently, the 
been provided in this paper, and it is expected to be more comprehensively supplemented in a future work. 
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